
Sierra Leone Prinia Schistolais leontica in the Fouta Djalon of

Guinea, its song, distribution and taxonomic status
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Prinia de Sierra Leone Schistolais leontica dans le Fouta Djalon, Guinee, son chant, sa distri-

bution et son statut taxonomique. Un couple de Prinias de Sierra Leone Schistolais leontica a ete

observe le 10 octobre 1999 pres de Dalaba, dans le Fouta Djalon, Guinee (11°40’N 12°17’W).

Un des oiseaux, qui a pu etre capture, avait une becquee d’insectes et presentait une plaque incu-

batrice. Ceci constitue une extension considerable vers l’ouest de l’aire de repartition de cette

espece menacee, ainsi que la premiere donnee de nidification. Un sonogramme du chant est

presente et compare a celui de la Prinia a gorge blanche S. leucopogon
,
espece presentant un com-

portement et un chant en duo semblables. Les differences vocales et genetiques prouvent toute-

fois qu’il s’agit bien de deux especes distinctes.

Figures 2-3. Sierra Leone Prinia Schistolais leontica near

Dalaba, Guinea, 10 October 1999 (Laura Payne)

Prinia de Sierra Leone Schistolais leontica pres de Dalaba,

Guinee, 10 octobre 1999 (Laura Payne)

/^Vn 10 October 1999 we observed a pair of

V>/ small grey warblers at the edge of a village c. 1

km north-west of Dalaba, Guinea, at 1,160 m
(1 1°40’N 12°17’W), which we identified as Sierra

Leone (White-eyed) Prinias Schistolais leontica.

The birds had a long tail and rounded wings, a

whitish belly, distinctly buff flanks, a thin black

bill, relatively long pink legs, and a cream-white

iris (Figs. 2-3). They occurred together in thickets

near a trail and stream by the edge of forest; they

did not enter the forest (Fig. 1). One bird was car-

rying insects and, when captured, was found to

have an active brood patch. Its tail was bent to one

side, indicating it was attending a covered nest

which was not found. When moving through the

vegetation, the birds held the tail low, not cocked

over the back; the two species of Schistolais war-

Figure 1. Habitat within 10 m of Sierra Leone Prinia

Schistolais leontica near Dalaba, Guinea, with dense thick-

ets, rocky outcrops and disturbed forest (Laura Payne)

Habitat situe a 10 m de la Prinia de Sierra Leone

Schistolais leontica pres de Dalaba, Guinee, avec des

bosquets denses, des affleurements rocheux et de la foret

degradee (Laura Payne)
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Figure 4. Sonograms of Sierra Leone Prinia Schistolais leontica and White-throated Prinia S. leucopogon. A: song of

Sierra Leone Prinia at Dalaba, Guinea (original recording by CB on Sony TC-D5M recorder with Beyer M69 micro-

phone in 33 cm parabola); B: song of Sierra Leone Prinia at Mt Nimba, Liberia (Chappuis 2000); C: song of White-

throated Prinia at Garoua Boulai, Cameroon (Chappuis 2000). Sonograms generated with Kay Electrics DSP Sona-

Graph 3500 and Printer 5509, at 234 Hz.

Sonogrammes de la Prinia de Sierra Leone Schistolais leontica et la Prinia a gorge blanche S. leucopogon. A: chant de la

Prinia de Sierra Leone a Dalaba, Guinee (enregistrement original par CB avec un enregistreur Sony TC-D5M et un

microphone Beyer M69 dans une parabole de 33 cm); B: chant de la Prinia de Sierra Leone au Mont Nimba, Liberia

(Chappuis 2000); C: chant de la Prinia a gorge blanche a Garoua Boulai, Cameroun (Chappuis 2000). Sonogrammes

realises avec Kay Electrics DSP Sona-Graph 5500 et imprimante 5509, a 234 Hz.
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biers, S. leontica and White-chinned Prinia S. leu-

copogon, differ in this behaviour from warblers in

the genus Prinia (Irwin 1997). Although Bates

(1931) described S. leontica cocking their tails’,

Irwin (1997) suggests Schistolais simply raise the

tail over the back.

The birds sang both singly and together. The

vocalisations were recorded and sonograms are

presented here for the first time (Fig. 4a). When

duetting, they uttered their notes at different

rhythms, and the notes of the two birds were not

closely synchronised. The songs recorded at Mt

Nimba, Liberia, by Stuart Keith, were described as

a tuneless, unstructured, unsynchronized duet;

one bird gives rapid, high-pitched ‘sipsipsipsip...’

and the second bird gives a lower, nasal, measured

‘bur-bur-bur-bur...’.’ (Irwin 1997). Two of the

three songs on Chappuis (2000) show the same

phrasing and sequence of notes, so there is some

repeated structure in the song (Fig. 4b). Songs at

Mt Nimba and Dalaba were similar, and it appears

these songs are species-typical. Song duets of

Sierra Leone Prinia differ from those of its con-

gener, the Central African White-chinned Prinia,

whose notes are lower pitched (the short notes 5

vs. 7 kHz; the long notes 3-4 kHz vs. 4-5 kHz),

and have a narrower frequency envelope (the short

notes 1.0-1. 5 kHz vs. 3-4 kHz; the long notes

1 kHz vs. w kHz) (Fig. 4c). The irregular sequence

of the higher pitched notes in Fig. 4 show that two

birds independently gave the notes each at a differ-

ent rhythm, and neither bird was in tight syn-

chrony with the rhythm of a third bird with the

lower, longer notes. Another recording from

Foumban, Cameroon (Chappuis 2000), indicates

two birds giving the lower notes at different

rhythms, and a third bird giving the high notes at

a third rhythm.
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White (1962) considered Sierra Leone and

White-chinned Prinias to be the same species, as

did Morel & Morel (1988) when listing ‘leuco-

pogon for Guinea. However, the two differ in size

(leontica being smaller) and appearance (Irwin

1997), and their songs are distinct. In molecular

genetic analyses, the two Schistolais are more close-

ly related to the genera Camaroptera and Apalis

than to Prinia subflava and Cisticola spp. (Sefc et

al. 2003). The genetic sequences of their mito-

chondrial ND2 gene are c.4% divergent (Sefc et al.

2003), reflecting a historical divergence of perhaps

two million years for the two species. The warbler

lineages Schistolais and Apalis
,
Prinia and Cisticola

are included in the family Cisticolidae in Sibley &
Monroe (1990), Sefc et al. (2003) and Dickinson

(2004). Although Urban et al. (1997) included all

within the family Sylviidae, recent genetic analyses

suggest this assemblage, were it monophyletic,

would include certain babblers and white-eyes

Zosterops as well (Cibois et al. 1999, Sefc et al.

2003, Barker et al. 2004). Schistolais and many

Apalis sing in duet. In contrast, most warblers of

the genus Prinia
,
such as P. subflava, sing alone

rather than in duet (Irwin 1997), although

Banded Prinia P. bairdii regularly duets (Brosset &
Erard 1986). Duetting behaviour in songbirds is

involved in maintaining an exclusive pair-bond,

and the distribution of duetting song tends to fol-

low systematic relatedness rather than certain

habitats (Payne 1971, Farabaugh 1982, Smith

1994, Langmore 1998, Slater et al. 2002).

The observation at Dalaba constitutes a con-

siderable range extension and also the first breed-

ing record of this globally threatened species,

which is categorised as Vulnerable (Irwin 1997,

BirdLife International 2004). Considered Very

local and uncommon’ (Irwin 1997), its previously

known range included north-east Sierra Leone,

south-east Guinea (Pic de Fon and Mt Nimba),

northern Liberia (Mt Nimba and other ranges in

northern Nimba county) and western Cote

d’Ivoire (Bates 1930, 1931, Colston & Curry-

Lindahl 1986, Gatter 1997, Irwin 1997, Demey

& Rainey 2004). Pic de Fon (08°31’N 08°34’W)

is c.500 km from Dalaba; Birwa Peak, in the Tingi

Mountains, Sierra Leone (08°34’N 10°48’W),

from where the species first was described (Bates

1930), is 339 km distant. Bates (1931) also col-

lected it near Saiama, in southern Guinea just

across the Sierra Leone border. The species’ range

coincides with the inland massifs and an annual

rainfall of 2,000-2,600 mm (Gwynne-Jones et al.

1978, Gatter 1997). Dalaba lies on the rugged,

rocky massif of the Fouta Djalon, which extends as

an inland plateau through western Guinea south

into north-east Sierra Leone. The habitat of wet

thickets and patches of secondary forest among

granitic outcrops, ravines and ridges, of which we

only briefly sampled a small area around Dalaba

during our visit in October 1999, occurs through-

out the Fouta Djalon and the species may well

occur elsewhere in the region.
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